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  PART ONE




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Hush little baby




              My poor little thing




              You’ve been shuffled about




              Like a pawned wedding ring




              It must seem strange




              Love was here then gone




              And the Oklahoma sunrise




              Becomes the Amarillo dawn




              What’s important




              In this life?




              Ask the man




              Who’s lost his wife.




              —Chrissie Hynde,




              “Thumbelina”
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        Saturday, June 3, 2006


      

    




    

      	

        From:


	 

 

 

	 

        “Daddy” <littlej@cusimanorganics.com>


      

    




    

      	

        To:


	 

 

 

	 “Isabel Montgomery” <isabel@exmnster.uk>



    




    

      	

        CC:


	 

 

 

	 

        maillist: The_Committee


      

    




    

      	

        Subject:


	 

 

 

	 

        letter 1


      

    


  




  My dearest Izzy,




  All parents are bad parents. This is the first thing I want to tell you. All parents are bad parents, and the sooner you understand this, the easier it’s going to be to

  decide what to do.




  I mean, how can we possibly be anything else? Everything we tell you from the day of your birth is such bullshit. We tell you that Mommy and Daddy love each other, that there is a difference

  between bad and good, and that everything, always, is going to be all right. Then you grow up and find that Mommy and Daddy can’t stand each other; that nobody cares if the rich are bad or

  the poor are good; that most of the world is at war and that everything is in fact looking like it’s going to be coming out all, entirely, completely wrong.




  We didn’t tell you about that part. We didn’t tell you that we don’t have the faintest idea where we came from, we don’t have a clue about why we’re here, and as

  for where we’re going, God knows. Except we don’t know if there is a God.




  See? And so we lie, and therefore, are bad parents.




  Right? I’m not arguing with you, Isabel. I don’t want you to excuse me, understand me, or sympathize with me. I lied to you, I deceived you about the very fact of who I was, who you

  were, and then I abandoned you, and all this by the time you were seven. You can’t, I think you have to agree, get much worse than that, parent-wise.




  The single point that I want to make, in fact, is that all parents are bad parents. We in fact decide, very early on, to lie. And the fact is, we make that decision because the

  truth would have been worse.




  If you think that’s defending myself, fine. You can trash this e-mail and miss your plane, that’s your choice. But in fact—in fact, now, whether you believe it or not—the

  truth would have been worse.




  I mean, what the hell were we supposed to tell you? Think about it. Hey, darling, you know what? After you go to bed, Mommy and Daddy can hardly sit in the same room without starting to

  fight, bitter fights, where they say horrible things specifically to hurt each other as deeply as they can. And guess what? Chances are 50–50 that you and some lucky man, one day, are going

  to make each other just that miserable too.




  See what I mean, Isabel? Or how about this:




  My dearest girl, bad people are murdering each other horribly from Sierra Leone to Bethlehem, sometimes with machetes, sometimes with guns, and sometimes by torture and starvation. They do

  it for each other’s money, they do it because they don’t like what each other believes, and in some places—Ireland, Israel, magical lands over the seas—they do it because

  they just don’t know how to stop.




  Then you run off and play with your Legos, right? Right. More likely, after that, you go play with a semiautomatic in a school cafeteria.




  Therefore we lie, and we do so because the truth would have been worse.




  Isabel. You are all grown up now. Seventeen, and filled with the knowledge of good and evil. I didn’t mean to brutalize you with the truth when you were a baby, and I don’t mean to

  brutalize you now, either.




  I can see you, as you are now, in this spring of 2006. Here in America it is two in the afternoon, the sun distant behind cloud, the field outside my room turning the palest green in the early

  spring. Where you are, England, it is evening, 7 P.M., the season already in leaf, the night kind with still, warm air. I imagine you in your dorm

  room, reading this as you sneak cigarette smoke out the windows—in England, I know, school is still in session, and in England, I know, people still smoke.




  What I don’t know, but I imagine, is that this e-mail isn’t any big surprise to you. You’ve always known it was coming. June 27, 2006—the date has been in your mind as

  long as you can remember. You have, I think, long been expecting us to contact you. The Committee, your mother calls us. She’s entertained you no end, I’m sure, with stories of what we

  had to go through to get this to you. Group decisions. Pointless arguments. Criticism–self-criticism sessions. You have been waiting for June 27, 2006, for years, and now that it is only

  weeks away, you are not surprised, I think, to hear from us, nor are you surprised to hear what we are asking you to do.




  I see you by the window, your delicate face illumined by a setting sun, the same sun I see outside my own window, right now, from such a different angle on the planet. You are a slight person,

  seventeen years old. You are, as you have always been, a denial of both of your parents: my round-nosed, high-cheeked daughter with her nut-brown hair; the olive-skinned, brown-eyed daughter of

  blond Julia Montgomery. And in each way that you do resemble one parent, you deny the other: the intensely studious daughter of the woman who makes European gossip columns every month; my cynical

  daughter, although I am, if nothing else, an idealist. What do they call you now, Isabel? The Naught Generation, right? The Millennial Generation. No politics, not even antiwar, no ideals, no

  drugs. The first generation since I was a child, nearly fifty years, not to use drugs! See, I have not seen you in a long time, Isabel, but I know you.




  And I can hear what you’re thinking, too. You’re thinking, You know me, Dadda? I don’t think so. Or better yet, Dadda, I do not think so one bit.




  Okay. I admit, maybe it is a little girl’s voice that I am remembering. But memory is telling, isn’t it? Because I think I understand also that if I want to get Isabel, the young

  woman, to do what I want her to do, it is still a little girl I have to convince.




  Yes, my dear. We are going to ask you to do it. We are going to ask you to leave one of the nicest places on earth, three weeks from now, and fly to one of the worst. Detroit,

  Michigan. We are just what your mother says we are: the “Committee,” a bunch of balding ex-hippies, at least, I am bald, and I am an ex-hippie. And we are in fact contacting

  you—and that by e-mail, so as to avoid your grandfather and your mother—to convince you, just as you have always known we were going to, to do something very public, very exposed, and

  very awful indeed.




  We want you, on Sunday, June 25, to escape your grandfather’s security, those bodyguards who are there ostensibly to protect Ambassador Montgomery’s granddaughter from kidnapping but

  in fact to keep you from doing exactly what we have contacted you to ask you to do. We want you to take a flight from your picture-book little school for rich kids in England to a maximum-security

  state prison in Michigan—note the difference—and there to testify at a parole hearing, and in so doing, to commit a horrendous act of betrayal.




  I won’t blame you for saying no.




  And still, I am going to try to convince you to do it.




  This is why.




  Because while it’s true that all parents are bad parents, there is something else true also. That as bad as we were—and we were very, very bad—we were also as good as ever we

  could be. Given the circumstances of our lives, which were dramatic, and were not circumstances of our making.




  And that’s the point, Izzy. That’s the point. I don’t deny that I was a bad parent. I’m not writing to excuse that fact. I’m writing, and so are the others, to tell

  you why.




  We’re writing to tell you why, in the summer of 1996, ten years ago, your good, kind, just father, a man widely admired in the picture-book little town where you lived, was revealed to be

  someone altogether other than who he said. We’re writing to tell you how the world he had constructed around you—a kind and just world; a world filled with sun and snow and water; a

  world of rich colors and high adventure; a world of safe interiors and long, fearless nights—how that world was all revealed to be a lie.




  We’re writing to ask you to understand that not just your parents, but all parents are bad parents, and we are that because we have no choice.




  That one day, you will be a bad parent too.




  Okay. That’s why we’re writing. And we all agreed on that. How to write, on the other hand, was harder for us. The finer points of how—that

  required the extended debate that your mother, no doubt, would have found amusing. See, we agreed to tell you the truth. But as to what was the truth, that was not so clear.




  First we thought we’d write it together. Billy Cusimano got his computer geek to give us all e-mails on his Web site, so people like Ben and Rebeccah don’t have to use their work

  e-mails, and none of us have to worry too much about confidentiality: apparently Billy—who doesn’t quite understand that Cusimano Organics is actually a legal business—uses some

  pretty far-out encryption. So I get started, write a dozen pages, send them to the Committee. Not ten minutes later, Rebeccah IM’s me, that damn little AOL Instant Messenger window popping up

  on my screen. “This a walk down amnesia lane, Pops? Or are we trying to tell the girl something about what really happened?” Pops, for Christ sake. Then Jeddy chimes in, wondering

  whether I’m drawing on a Trotskyite historiographical framework, here, because he wants to know how to interpret my blatant falsifications of fact—propaganda or Alzheimer’s. Then

  Ben, always useful, asks if we’re trying to get Isabel to help us or to hurt us, ’cause from what I’ve written so far, it looked like we should all be jailed without

  parole, and soon it’s clear that no one is going to agree on anything. Until Molly suggests that we just each take turns, the five, six of us who played direct roles in what happened the

  summer of 1996.




  Here’s her plan: we’ll each tell you a piece of the story, and then hand it on to the next one, and like that we won’t have to agree with each other, but just let you see the

  whole thing. And furthermore, we each do it alone, so whatever contradictions there might be in our accounts, you can hear them yourself. I’ll go first, and when I’ve done as much as I

  can in one sitting, I’ll e-mail it to you and cc the rest of the Committee, then someone else will take the story a step further. And like that, unless you start blocking our e-mails, little

  by little, the whole story will come to you, and all you have to do is read.




  So everyone agreed to that, and everyone agreed that I had to start, and so the problem then became, Where? The day you were born? The day I was born? The day civil war broke out in Spain? I

  fretted over that for a good few days of Michigan spring rains. And then I thought, the hell with it, we are telling the truth, aren’t we? And trying to tell it in the way it actually

  happened, aren’t we? Well, if that’s the case, it all really started in Billy Cusimano’s Sea of Green in June 1996, and it is, therefore, with Billy that I am going to start.




  2.




  Today you know Billy Cusimano as the owner of a national chain of organic supermarkets that he runs from a loft in SoHo, runs with a vengeance: he’s paying three college

  tuitions, and still has one more to come. But in 1996, when I became Billy’s lawyer, he was a very different man than he is today.




  For one thing, he still had some hair. Not much, but enough for one of those phony little ponytails guys our age wore in those days. For another, he was enormous, with a huge fat belly that

  stuck out of his T-shirt: at forty-seven, before his first heart attack, Billy had not yet learned it was eat better or die—a phrase, believe it or not, he once tried to adopt as his

  supermarket’s slogan before his advertising firm told him to lose it, and quick. Last, but not least, in 1996 when he became my client, Billy had either not yet had the brilliant idea of

  opening Cusimano’s Organic Markets, or America wasn’t ready for them. In either case, he was not a successful and legitimate businessman but a criminal defendant in a federal case.

  Billy, you could say, came a long way in the past ten years.




  Ostensibly, in 1996, he ran a fleet of six small trucks delivering to New York City greenmarkets for a dozen or so Hudson Valley organic farms. In fact, he made his living the way he had since

  the mid-sixties: by growing pure, hybridized, state-of-the-art marijuana in an underground Sea of Green.




  Yes, Isabel, marijuana, a substance to which I’m sure you are an utter stranger, right? Well, as you’re going to see throughout this story, I’m emphatically not, so if that

  shocks you, just think of it as another way I was a bad parent.




  Anyway it was from this career path, you may have guessed, that stemmed Billy’s need for my services as a lawyer.




  There are policy mistakes in the world of criminals, and performance ones. Nine times out of ten, surprisingly, what causes a criminal to be caught is not in fact performance, but policy.

  Billy’s policy mistake happened the autumn before, and consisted of not letting one of his drivers know that under a truckload of sweet corn bound for the Union Square market he was carrying

  a late summer harvest: thirty kilos of cured, hybridized, hydroponic marijuana, so seedless it could never be reproduced, so resinous that your fingers got dirty rolling a joint, and so strong that

  a hit had you spending the next three hours staring, ego shattered, at the cat.




  The upside of this policy was that the driver could neither rip you off nor turn you in, and besides only cost a fraction of what Billy’s real mules—the ones who moved bud across

  state lines and who knew the risk they were running—got paid.




  The downside was that because he knew nothing about his cargo, the driver was smoking a joint while heading downstate at 80 miles an hour, all the while listening, get this, to the Grateful

  Dead.




  Which, in turn, gave the state police probable cause to shovel the entire load of corn onto the side of the road, where the gophers feasted on it for a week. The joint, I mean. Gave them

  probable cause. Not the Grateful Dead, who, contrary to what people like your grandfather thinks, were still legal.




  Now, despite what a bad parent I was and a bad person I am—you need a refresher course on that, Izzy, hop up to London and my ex-father-in-law will be glad to

  oblige—the fact that I had even taken on a criminal client like Billy may just seem to you like another of the many lousy things I did that summer. In fact, it did look pretty odd to a lot of

  people at the time. See, James Marshal Grant did not soil his hands by defending criminals. James Grant, it was well known in the little world of Albany law, worked only for principle.




  What you have to understand, though, is that in the summer of 1996 my little moral universe was changing pretty radically, and what was changing it was that I had to earn a living. And to

  understand that, you have to know that when your mother and I got married, it was clearly understood—check with her, Izzy, she won’t deny it—that I was going to practice law

  exclusively in the public interest, given that the Montgomery fortune needed some kind of expiation.




  It did make sense at the time: we were in love, and the fortune was enormous. Your mother inherited from her grandfather, as you will inherit from yours, and even at the time of our marriage she

  was so rich that any thought of doing anything other than public-interest work was absurd.




  When I left your mother, of course, I also left the Montgomery fortune. The reputation of the most idealistic lawyer between Miami and Montreal, however, remained mine, as did a full docket of

  pro bono clients, many of whom had no hope of a decent defense except for my services. On the other hand, your grandfather’s lawyers had ensured that I had no income from the family, none at

  all, despite the fact that I had a little girl to take care of.




  Billy Cusimano, in the summer of 1996, therefore looked like a very good client to me: an old hippie with closets full of cash, and in fact he constituted my entire source of income between the

  winter of 1995, when your mother went into rehab, and the spring of 1996, a year and a half later, when she sued me for custody.




  Custody, I mean, of you. Because in the summer of 1996, your mother had just announced her intention of suing me for full custody of our daughter. Bet she didn’t tell you that part, Iz,

  did she? That she was barely out of rehab, and already her father’s phalanx of high-powered lawyers were starting to bring legal action against me?




  Still, Billy would not be so important to my story if not for the fact that, at the worst moment possible, he got his criminal present all mixed up with his political past.




  This was on a June afternoon in, as it happened, Billy’s underground Sea of Green itself.




  3.




  Picture pitch-blackness: an absolutely lightless space, in which the sound of a steady spring rain is hissing endlessly down. It is an all-encompassing noise, and as you

  listen, you can hear its depth, for it is composed of thousands of tiny little jets of water: when it stops, all of a sudden, the sound that takes its place is that of millions of drops of water

  falling, dripping, and gathering into little rivulets that, in their turn, run down a distant, hollow storm drain. For a time, the dripping is everything. The air is thick with moisture, nearly

  tropical, and a loamy smell rises in it. Then, with a sudden electric buzz, a switch is thrown, and a low ceiling of brilliant light floods the room in which a thin concrete border surrounds a

  lush, thick carpet of tall, lush, glistening cannabis plants, sweating resin, absolutely without seed, hydroponically planted in a sealed basement chamber, blazing with a bank of gro-lights.




  For the past three months the room has been sealed, taking in carbon dioxide from canisters, feeding oxygen out into a vent that connects with the furnace burning in the basement, getting

  twenty-hour days of blazing UV light and four-hour pitch-black nights, all controlled by a computer on a workbench next to the back wall. Juice for the whole thing comes from a Honda generator, off

  the grid so consumption can’t be detected, held in a concrete bunker so it makes no sound. If you must know, gas for the generator is supplied from Billy’s fleet of trucks, each of

  which is always full up when returned for the night to Billy, and somewhat less than full when taken out the next morning, a fact disguised from the drivers by a cunningly altered fuel gauge. Entry

  is provided by a hole in the bricked ceiling—bricked three layers thick with two layers of insulation, to obviate the possibility of airborne heat detection—through which Billy and I

  have climbed in for this, the single inspection of the four-month growing cycle, and which will duly be bricked in again when we climb out.




  When we came in, I took off my jacket and opened my shirt, sweat breaking out on my chest in the moist air, then sat back in a vinyl string lawn chair, briefcase in lap, at the side of the Sea

  of Green while Billy pinched off a hairy bud from one of the plants and dried it in a little toaster oven hardwired—like the computer—into a circuit breaker, and rolled it into a joint.

  Then Billy joined me in the second deck chair, and we passed the J back and forth while I told him where his criminal case was at.




  Now, if you wonder how I remember the conversation that ensued so exactly, it’s not a mystery. The fact is, virtually the entirety of Billy Cusimano’s life was bugged that

  year—the FBI turned out to know all about the Sea of Green—and virtually every conversation he had—in his car, in his kitchen, in his bed—was recorded. That, for the record,

  is how Billy was ultimately acquitted: all of the wiretaps were ruled illegal, and made inadmissible the existing evidence. To that extent, the bugs were very useful to us. And they were useful to

  me again, when I started putting together this story. Which is all by way of saying that my reconstruction, I assure you, is pretty good.




  In any case, call it fact or call it fiction, but what you have to picture is the pair of us sitting there and talking to each other, going over business, neither of us with any idea about what

  was about to happen.




  “So, Billy boy, I filed for a continuance Friday; with luck we don’t come up again till Sonny Carver’s in. If not, fuck Evans, that dickhead. We’ll appeal before

  he’s done ruling, and there’s not a damn thing he can do. The only immediate risk—immediate, right?—you face is sitting right here under these gro-lights, friend. Sign

  here.”




  Signing off on some court documents, Billy answered in one of those tight little voices, holding smoke in his lungs.




  “I swear, Jimmy, in three weeks I harvest. This load sells, I’ll even be able to afford you.”




  “Get out of this business, boyo, you won’t need me.”




  “Hey, counselor, I’m not only sending my four kids to Steiner school, I’m sending your Izzy too. So don’t be in any hurry getting me out of the game.”




  It was reasoning that had to make a certain sense to me, I admit. And so, rightly or wrongly, I shrugged off the fact that my client was about to harvest and sell what looked to be twenty keys

  of marijuana. I drew on the J myself, leafing through some papers, then blew the smoke, a hanging cloud, into the wet air, talking all the while.




  “Good God, man, maybe this shit should be illegal. It’s like you hybridized this poor little plant to produce LSD instead of THC.”




  That got me a withering look: I was smoking the joint like a cigarette, wastefully, and Billy knew the value of his product. He picked the roach out of my fingers, took a long last hit, and

  flicked it into the hydroponic bed, exhaling while he spoke. But his pride showed even through his concern. “Know where I’m selling this? California. Hardest market in the

  country—that’s how good it is. And, by the way, why they aren’t going to catch me. Last place in the world they’d expect me to be shipping East Coast product.”




  Then Billy changed the subject, and this—these precise words—was where it all started.




  “Hey, Jim? You know who Sharon Solarz is? Or you too young?”




  4.




  It wasn’t the first time that my lives had, so to speak, met. Once I’d run into Jeff Jones in the Albany State building, I taking a deposition from a state senator,

  he, in his role as environmental lobbyist, on his way to buttonhole another one. He’d looked at me with that piercing eye, and for a moment my heart tumbled. Then he’d walked on. Other

  things like that happened. I met Bernardine at a conference on juvenile justice. I ran into Brian Flanagan at a bar. I even once sat in the Bedford Hills visiting room with a client while Kathy

  Boudin was in there with a visitor. It was inevitable.




  Still, in retrospect, Billy’s voice that day is imbued, for me, with the sense of an augury.




  I answered, watching him close, “Yes.”




  “Yes what?”




  That stopped me. “What?”




  “Yes, you know who Sharon is? Or yes, you’re too young?”




  “Both, of course.”




  For a moment we watched each other in confusion. Then, for a long time, and to my surprise, Billy began to laugh—the easy laugh of the stoned, comfortable, happy, like someone who is used

  to laughing and someone who is used to being stoned, an infectious laugh that even I could not completely resist. And while he laughed, I understood how to respond. Smiling too, I rose.




  “You know, I recognize an exit line when I hear it.”




  Billy looked up with surprise. “What’s that mean?”




  “It means, I got enough problems without taking a walk down memory lane with an aging, fat old hippie.”




  “Jimmy. She needs a lawyer to negotiate her surrender. I—”




  But I interrupted, speaking in a voice that quieted Billy down right away. “Billy. Call Lenny Weinglass. Or Michael Kennedy. Or Ron Kuby. Or Gillian Morrealle. Call anyone the fuck you

  like. But anything you know about Sharon Solarz, keep it away from me.”




  Billy hesitated, thinking. “Mind telling me why?”




  “I do mind, Billy.” I looked at him directly, no longer enjoying being stoned. “I mind because I shouldn’t have to tell you. Christ sake, you know that Julia’s

  suing me for custody of Izzy.”




  “Sure.” Speaking slowly, as if trying to understand. “I also know Julia was a terrible mother before she got into a drug and alcohol problem as big as the Catskill State Park.

  And I know you’re as good a father and as stand-up a guy as exists in the country. She’s not getting custody of anyone.”




  “Well, it’s nice of you to say so, but if you’ll pardon me, you’re a babe in the fucking woods. You think me being a stand-up guy will counterweigh Julia’s father

  being an ex–U.S. senator and the current ambassador to the Court of St. James? Not to mention that I am supported exclusively by an overweight, unrepentant dope seller, and the Montgomerys

  have most, if not all, of the money in the world?”




  Billy nodded stoned agreement. “I’d say that more or less evens the score. I mean, Julia’s shitty history, on one hand; her father’s money on the other. I think

  you’re still coming out ahead.”




  “Okay.” Sounding like a lawyer now, I went on. “Now, what do you think it does to that balance if I start defending a cop killer who’s been running from the law for

  twenty-five years?”




  There was something cold in Billy’s response. “You tell me, counselor.”




  “With pleasure. It gives Montgomery and his lawyer a public relations boost so massive, I might as well just avoid the trauma and send Izzy off to England today. That’s what it

  does.”




  “Jim. So you let Sharon twist in the wind? That doesn’t sound like you.”




  “Bill. You’re talking about my daughter. You’re talking about letting Julia Montgomery raise my daughter. Remember? Julia Montgomery’s the one who forgot Izzy in a car

  overnight while she was smoking crack. On Warren Street. In Hudson. An open convertible.”




  I was kind of shouting at this point. But when Billy didn’t answer, I went on in a quieter tone. “Tell Sharon to call Gillian Morrealle at Stockard Dyson, Boston. I’ll give

  Gilly a call. And forget we ever had this conversation, okay? Ever ever ever.”




  Slowly, laboriously, Billy rose. “Okay, man. If you’re sure.” But his voice was quiet—disappointed, in a way that actually hurt. Remember, dope wasn’t a business

  for people like Billy Cusimano, it was a political cause—one in a spectrum that included Sharon Solarz. And he was silent while he followed me up the ladder and into the kitchen, then out the

  kitchen door to where two cars and a truck were parked at the top of a dirt road.




  See, Isabel? I can’t ever do anything to make myself, in your memory, into a good parent. But I can stop lying. And I can try to ensure that no one else does so, either.

  If that conversation with Billy had not been tapped by the FBI, everything would have been fine. Sharon would have found a lawyer, I would have defended my custody of you on the grounds of your

  mother’s addiction, and life would have gone on.




  But the FBI did listen to that conversation. And on the basis of it, before it was even over, they had gotten a warrant on Billy’s premises, and were activating a surveillance plan long

  since developed. And even worse than that, worst thing of all, they let the story be known outside of their own agency, which meant that, later that night, it would all be told to the press. The

  press, that is, in the person of one Benjamin Schulberg, a beat reporter at the Albany Times, barely older, then, than you are now.




  And Benny, as we’ve all come to expect from him, would proceed neatly and directly to fucking everything—everything—up.




  And now I think you see, Isabel, why I started my story, which is your story, that day in the early summer of 1996, when you were seven, in Billy Cusimano’s Sea of Green.
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  That your daddy, Isabel, still retains the ability to accuse anyone else of messing everything up, I admire him. Larger than life, he and his peers. At least in their capacity

  for self-delusion.




  Next: I understand you to be, now, seventeen. In June of 1996, I would like you to know, I was, despite your father’s recollection, twenty-seven. I had been working at the Albany

  Times for three years, was a beat reporter, had a master’s in journalism from Northwestern, and was soon going to be offered a Porter Fellowship at Yale. So let’s just bear in mind

  that all parents might be bad parents, but your father, in particular, is also an asshole.




  Now then. It seems to be my turn to pick up the thread of this little narrative, so let me clue you in to one important thing: when, on that June day in 1996, your father and Billy Cusimano came

  out of their little rabbit hole, I was a busy and happy person and had no need of either of them in my productive and useful existence. Or at least, to stick a little closer to the facts—yes,

  yes, J, I see the irony—I was busy. General Electric was getting their ass sued for dumping a planet worth of dioxides into the Hudson, Empire-Besicort was trying to divert millions of

  gallons of water out of the Esopus River, and some bozo had come up with a plan to get a few Native Americans to file a federal claim and turn the Rondout Valley watershed into a casino. In 1996

  there was plenty of important work in the Hudson Valley, and I didn’t know either your father or Billy Cusimano but by reputation, which was just fine with me. My time of innocence, though,

  was dwindling fast: by the night of June 14 I would be part of this story, and in the weeks to come I would learn more about the pair of them than I had ever wanted to. And one thing I would learn

  was exactly what happened as they walked out onto Billy’s lawn—as exactly, in fact, as if it had been videotaped by hidden surveillance cameras and, later, shown to me.




  Which, of course, it was.




  I can watch it whenever I want, right here on my computer screen, as I write to you. In the video of the lawn, brilliant spring light is angling in from a pure blue sky. Big clouds are rolling

  in from the north, throwing a shadow that runs from the peaks of the Blackheads, over North and South Lake, across the valley of the Katterskill and then over the plateau of Platte Clove. On

  Billy’s lawn they stood a couple of minutes, watching the clouds on the wind: two old-timers, too stoned to talk, almost comically various: Billy with his ponytail and massive stomach in an

  old T-shirt; your father slim, bald, and in a suit and tie.




  James Grant, at forty-six. I can freeze the frame and zoom in, close enough to see his eyes, pupils huge with Billy’s weed, focusing on distance. It is a clean-shaven face I’m

  watching, still showing a few freckles, a rounded nose bent remarkably to the left, a funnily winning smile, winning enough to support the fact that his still faintly red hair had thinned to just

  this side of the vanishing point. Nonetheless, there was still enough of it to make it something of a surprise when you saw his eyes. The freckles, the red hair, the round face and broken nose:

  clearly, what you had to do with, here, was a mick. The eyes, however, were brown: a big, dark maroon that had nothing Irish in it at all, as if his mother had really been raped by a dago, as he

  liked to say. In a white shirt, open now to reveal the red hair of his chest, which had not thinned, he stood most of six feet, and while his body did not have much left of the nervous, infectious

  energy that had characterized James Grant for most of his life, it was beginning to have the slim solidity that was going to be the mark of his middle age.




  After a moment, the camera followed him to his car, a Subaru Outback, not new, and after exchanging a few words that the camera didn’t pick up, your father drove away.




  Billy went back into the house once your father was gone. He emerged some minutes later, accompanied by a dark-haired, middle-aged woman, angular of face and wearing a gray skirt suit. The pair

  climbed into the remaining car and drove away.




  Next, and last, to emerge from the house were two Mexican workers, perhaps a quarter hour later, carrying mason’s tools. Presumably they had closed the Sea of Green to finish its growing

  cycle, and now they cleaned their masons tools under an outside tap, then climbed into the cab of the truck and in turn drove down the dirt road, leaving the house locked and empty until, in an

  hour’s time, Ruth Cusimano was to return from the Steiner school in Woodstock with her four children.




  Or almost empty. Because, after a stage wait, a Greene County Telephone Company van came up the drive and parked.




  As such, it was the first of several extremely serious things that were going to happen that night to Billy Cusimano, your father, and by extension, you.
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  We now know that while your father was driving down the mountain to pick you up from Molly Sackler, who was baby-sitting you; and while Billy Cusimano was driving down the

  other side of the mountain toward Rosendale with his mystery guest; and while, in fact, Ruth Cusimano was picking up her children from the Steiner school in Woodstock, each and every one of them

  was being followed by a vehicle containing FBI agents.




  We know it, of course, because I, Benjamin Schulberg, beat reporter for the Albany Times, spent the rest of that summer of 1996 writing about your father, and how I knew everything I

  wrote was a subject of some speculation at the time. For what I knew about those FBI agents was very precise indeed—so precise that I could only have known it if the FBI was leaking it all to

  me while it happened.




  Which, oddly enough, they were.




  And therefore, I knew that each of the cars following Billy and his friends was reporting to the Greene County Telephone Company van in Billy’s driveway, one after the other. The first,

  following your father, reported that “Bleeding Heart”—your father—“has passed Katterskill Falls,” the second that “Jerry”—the agents

  weren’t blind to the resemblance either—“is on Sixteen,” and the third that “Mrs. Garcia is in the school.” And I knew that having received these messages, three

  uniformed telephone workers exited the van, entered the house, and filed directly into the living room, where they began dusting for fingerprints.




  In hindsight, it always struck me as kind of funny, though exactly what’s funny, in hindsight, only comes clear when you know what was ahead. If you did know, though, you’d have

  thought it funny that your father wasn’t being followed because they were suspicious of him. At that time, although Jim Grant had FBI files, they were only the normal ones that end up being

  held on folk who tend to bring suit against the government.




  That the FBI was following your father tonight, however, was in fact part of an investigation of Billy Cusimano—with whom, you remember, your father insisted on starting this story.

  Following your father was absolutely pro forma: when a subject’s premises are being searched, and the subject is known to have a personal relationship with his lawyer, it’s only common

  sense to keep track of that lawyer during the operation.




  And that, in fact, was the story: Billy Cusimano’s premises in Tannersville were being searched under a federal sneak-and-peek that afternoon. And when, twenty minutes later, your father

  had been followed all the way to Molly Sackler’s house in Saugerties, and the agents following him heard that the search of Billy’s premises was completed, they pulled out of their

  parking spots in a neighbor’s driveway and went back north, their job done.




  If this surveillance had nothing to do with your father, however, its consequences were to come to mean a lot to him. It’s worth explaining, therefore, a little bit about what we now know

  to have happened behind the scenes that night, and how I learned about it.
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  It was a Friday afternoon when your father and Billy met in his Sea of Green and, later, Billy’s house was searched. And it was in the very, very early morning of

  Saturday that my telephone rang at my desk in the Albany Times’s newsroom, and I answered.




  Calling was a man with a reedy voice and a slightly western accent, the kind upstaters like to assume for no real reason. And what the man said to me was that Sharon Solarz, a federal fugitive

  of twenty-five years’ standing, sought by the FBI and U.S. marshal on charges of accessory to murder, was known to be in the region.




  I listened carefully, though with some suspicion. Now, of course, I am a staff writer at World News New York and am always being used for government leaks, but in the summer of 1996

  Benjamin Schulberg was not yet a household name, incredible though that might seem, and I was not at all sure why I had been chosen for this tip. I listened carefully, but all the while I listened,

  I was logging the name Sharon Solarz in the Times’s electronic archives. While the computer worked, I tried a question.




  “What is she doing in the region?”




  The voice answered readily. “We think she came to see an old friend.”




  “Called?”




  “Billy Cusimano.”




  That name was familiar to me, as to anyone who followed the court docket. “The dope dealer? Why?”




  “You ever heard of the Brotherhood of Eternal Love?”




  “Nope.”




  “Well, why don’t you go find out what it is?”




  That pissed me off. “Save me some time, Deep, will you?”




  “Why should I?”




  I answered conversationally. “Because otherwise I’ll hang up and forget whatever bullshit this may be about.”




  The voice chuckled, then spoke in a singsong. “Let me put it this way. Billy Cusimano and Sharon Solarz are old friends from the Summer of Love in Mendocino. No one knows that but you,

  boy. Run with it, is my advice.”




  On my computer screen, hits were coming in on Sharon Solarz, and I read while I kept the guy talking.




  “Are you planning to identify yourself?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Okay.” I did not have to simulate the boredom in my voice. “Thanks for the tip.”




  “Mr. Schulberg?”




  “Yes?”




  “Do me a favor, would you?”




  “Sure. If it doesn’t take me more than the next five seconds.”




  “Okay. Inform yourself as to who Sharon Solarz is, would you? Then start doing your job. Dimes to doughnuts says you’ll be printing a story about Sharon Solarz tomorrow night, and if

  you do it right, you’ll be out in front of a national story. With me?”




  “Um-hmm.” I answered as noncommittally as I could. “That was twelve seconds.”




  The conversation over, I returned to work, a back-page article about the new cement works in Athens. And only toward dawn, when the article was filed and done, and when I had

  stepped to the window to smoke a cigarette—the newsroom was deserted now—did I think again about the call.




  On one hand, it was nearly dawn, and there was no real reason why I couldn’t go home and go to bed.




  On the other hand, if I went home, there was nothing to do but go to bed. And once there, the most likely scenario had it that I would be lying in the dark feeling my heart beat out the

  nicotine and caffeine I had been feeding it for nearly twenty-four hours, and waiting for dawn, when I could start ingesting more caffeine, and more nicotine, and go back to work.




  Until then, of course, I could while away the time thinking about the bills I hadn’t paid for months, the exercise I hadn’t gotten in years, the laundry I hadn’t washed for

  weeks, and other less important things. The girlfriend, for example, I hadn’t found in the year since a certain ex-colleague who had seen fit to share my bed for a time and whom I shall never

  name to protect her virtue—Dawn Mahoney, late of the Style Section, now resident of Sunnyvale, CA, and, I can tell you, in the phone book—decided that the love of a small-town beat

  reporter with a penchant for low-profile environmental stories was less important than a new job at the San Jose Mercury News.




  In her defense, I should say that she only finally dumped me when I turned down a five-figure raise to cover the movie business for them, which would have allowed me to move west with her.




  In fact, given the facts, an impartial observer could reasonably conclude that it was I who had in fact put work over love in that situation—a fact that would not be lost on me as I lay in

  the dark thinking about how much less important the bills, the laundry, the gym would seem if Dawn Mahoney’s naked body were next to mine.




  Which was why, as was often the case, I shortcut the entire process by simply not stopping working. 1 went back to my desk, switched screens, and read more carefully through the Nexis yield I

  had gotten in response to my computer query about Sharon Solarz.




  Then, dutifully, I flipped through my Rolodex and placed a call to the Albany FBI duty desk.




  Which was the point that this stopped being business as usual.




  Twenty minutes later, having been interrogated brutally as to the identity of my source, lied to, threatened, and cajoled, I had agreed with the Albany FBI to withhold my story about Sharon

  Solarz in return for an exclusive first publication on the manhunt that was going on that night. And the first installment of that exclusive was given to me when, twenty minutes later, in the early

  dawn of an upstate June, I arrived at FBI headquarters in Albany and was greeted by a black-haired man the size of a refrigerator who introduced himself as Kevin Cornelius, and proceeded to take me

  into the operations room while explaining the progress of the biggest manhunt New York State had undertaken since the Brinks robbery.
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  The search papers on Billy’s premises had been served at the request of the U.S. Attorney’s Office, acting, in turn, on behalf of the FBI. The court had been less

  than perfectly happy about it. For one thing, Cusimano’s case was under the state’s jurisdiction, as was his care and feeding. As a felon awaiting trial who had made a $150,000 bond and

  still didn’t seem to be going begging, there was enough reason to keep an active monitoring in progress, the judge saw that, but they didn’t need the federal court to authorize a

  sneak-and-peek for that.




  What did fall under federal jurisdiction was the fact that the FBI was requesting license to search at discretion and take fingerprints on other evidence altogether: evidence that was gathered

  during the state’s surveillance but was immaterial to the state’s specific prosecution of Billy Cusimano on marijuana charges. In other words, the FBI wanted to investigate

  Billy’s house for a federal crime that had nothing to do with the state’s drug charges. The crime was harboring a federal fugitive.




  This evidence was moreover very scant: a woman had arrived at Billy Cusimano’s house the night before, and left somewhat after Jim Grants visit. During a conversation between Cusimano and

  Grant, the name of Sharon Solarz had been mentioned. On those grounds, the FBI teams surveilling Cusimano and his associates requested and received from a federal judge based in Syracuse permission

  to take fingerprints from the house. While they did so, they in addition followed the woman, traveling in Billy’s car, to Rosendale and observed that Billy dropped her off at the summer house

  of a New Yorker, currently unoccupied. She had, they observed, known where to find the key.




  Now, who was this woman, and why did she need to meet with a dope grower and his lawyer? This was the question Kevin Cornelius set about to answer that afternoon after your father left Billy

  Cusimano’s house. First, he eliminated known prints belonging to Billy, his wife, his four children, his maid, his lawyer, and his lawyer’s daughter, who was a frequent visitor. The

  five remaining latents he sent to West Virginia, which would in turn notify relevant field offices of any hits. Seattle, Washington, was, some hours later, the surprised beneficiary. Four were

  unknown. But they believed a thumb partial to be that of a resident of Port Angeles, Washington, who had been arrested and fingerprinted during the Seattle protest against the WTO. The duty officer

  in Seattle, in turn, called in a favor from the state police, who—a neat symmetry, I thought—used contacts in local law enforcement to identify the woman as a quite recent arrival in

  town, a new hire at a small Internet advertising company, who was said to have left on a car trip some days previous.




  From here, it was all very simple: you want to learn about anyone in Port Angeles, go to the single café and wait for the first chilly, lonely local to come in and start to chat. By six

  o’clock that evening, Kevin Cornelius had a social security number, and was running it through what was known as the “array”—a series of different electronic sources that

  included databases as banal as Nexis and PACER Legal and extended to the Internal Revenue Service and, literally, thousands of medical records storages.




  As always, the array gave out a lot of garbage: minority percentile hits, doubles, self-contradictions, errors. Thousands of databases relying on tens of thousands of input sources had been

  visited. Cornelius, in this as in all investigations, used more art than craft. What he noticed was not the garbage but the fact that one of the few 90-percent-or-over hits was the IRS, which

  reported that the social had no other trace and was less than six months old.




  That didn’t necessarily mean anything—social security numbers are not terribly reliable. But Cornelius knew that by the FBI’s own analysis, it was a datapoint that had been

  shown to be over 65 percent reliable in the identification of fugitives.




  And therefore Cornelius was more than interested enough to start assembling a full surveillance routine on the house in Rosendale. No known fingerprints existed of Sharon Solarz. But if they

  could find grounds for probable cause, they could stop her and question her. This, in fact, was what they planned to do.




  The record is crystal clear. Albany field office logged Seattle’s call at 6 P.M. and notified Special Agent Cornelius

  immediately. Surveillance on the Rosendale home, which was found to belong to a New York City labor lawyer and his psychologist wife, was quadrupled by nine. By morning parabolic listening devices

  had been put on the kitchen windows, and the telephone had been redirected through an FBI switchboard. The woman spent the entire day inside, talking to no one. At 5 P.M. she got in her car and drove northeast, apparently returning to Cusimano’s. When, however, she bypassed Billy’s and headed up toward 23, agents

  began to have doubts, and a roadblock was set up on the Catskill Thruway entrance. She stopped for an hour in Catskill, talking on pay phones, but due to her frequent changes of telephone, no

  reliable trace could be set up. She could, however, be digitally photographed, the image sent back to the office and computer enhanced, by means of comparison with photographs taken in the early

  seventies, before Sharon Solarz went underground, to remove the effects of aging. These results, Kevin Cornelius felt, were unambiguous. And therefore, when she went for the Thruway, which was of

  course the road to Canada, the roadblock was deployed, and at eight o’clock that evening Sharon Solarz was quietly, smoothly—and, Cornelius noted with satisfaction, in time for the

  Times’s deadline—arrested from twenty-five years as a federal fugitive.




  And I, who had by now been along for the ride since the night before, wrote the story.




  Now, I have just to add one more detail, Isabel, and I think we can consider the scene appropriately set—even to your father’s satisfaction—for what we have to tell you.




  And that detail is this. When finally Sharon Solarz had been read her rights, formally arrested and handcuffed, taken to Albany, and booked, she was then offered a chance to write and sign a

  full confession.




  And when she declined that opportunity, she was at last permitted to contact her lawyer.




  The lawyer she called was, per her instructions from Billy, Gillian Morrealle, a criminal defense lawyer at the Boston firm of Stockard, Dyson, Freeh and Kerry; one who had made something of a

  specialty of representing supposed “political” criminals, many from the sixties and seventies.




  There was nothing private about the call. It was overheard by the guards attending this high-profile prisoner, it was taped, and it was reported, verbatim, to Kevin Cornelius and, through him,

  to me.




  What she said, was, “Ms. Morrealle? My name is Sharon Solarz. Jim Grant told me to be in touch with you.”




  And now I think you see why, Izzy, I was suddenly, and deeply, curious. I hope you see why. And I think you see why. Because I know how smart you are, which is very, very smart indeed. Smart

  enough to understand that suddenly, this stopped being Sharon Solarz’s story, or Billy Cusimano’s, and became, in fact, your father’s.
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  It’s good to know some things never change. Benjamino, for instance. His little account of how he got involved in all this, it got to me this morning around one, and if I

  didn’t know it was impossible, I’d swear that the e-mail smelled of bourbon, no matter that little Benny’s supposed to have given up drinking years ago.




  But I promised Molly I wasn’t going to get pissed off. I understand that everyone on this story experienced it from their own point of view. That some of those points of view reveal the

  excessive intake of alcohol and a warped sense of history, that need not detain us. I mean, I haven’t the slightest doubt that you read right beyond little Benny’s nonsense and

  understood how deeply, how profoundly, he had let himself be manipulated.




  Right, Izzy? I mean, you know your grandfather. Does it make sense to you?




  In any case, that Saturday, June 15, 1996, was a big day for a lot of people in this story. And my movements during the day would later come under some serious scrutiny. At the time, however,

  the only thing remarkable was the perfection of the spring morning, a blue sky empty but for wisps of fading night clouds, the silence of a sleeping neighborhood inhabiting our little corner of

  Saugerties like the dew hung in the air. In that silence, in your bed by the light-flooded window, you slept.




  Izzy. Do you know, all your childhood, I kept buying the newest video cameras available, and never once did I take a film? I’d lie in bed at night berating myself—your childhood was

  fleeing, and I was letting it go. But I could not make myself even try to capture it, and each new camera would go, like the one before, unused. What it was, I’d have a vision of myself

  watching those films at eighty, and I didn’t think I could bear it. Love and loss, for so long, the two had been inextricable to me. How could I stand to look, then, at what I could barely

  face now: the beauty of this tiny being who had taught me everything I knew about love and who, with each second of her life, was vanishing before my eyes? And yet now, after all these years, I

  find that it doesn’t matter whether I filmed it or not, because we lose our children not once but over and over again. That loss, I can feel it now, yesterday, tomorrow, every minute, and I

  promise you, I do.




  Shit. I swore I wasn’t going to say this sort of thing to you. But I swear to you, now, sitting here, I can see every inch of that house I have not been in for ten years, just as it was

  that morning. I can feel the early silence of the suburban street, the chill spring air moist with the dew from the lawn, the shafts of light through the kitchen windows with their stained oak and

  bull’s-eye molding. Your room. Your room, which I visit in dreams. The sun flooding through the blue Dr. Seuss curtains Molly gave us when we moved in, the curtains moving in the breeze, your

  body supine, so perfectly relaxed, arms around your head and head in a pillow of brown hair.




  I can see you, waking in the silent room, opening your brown eyes into the morning light and, after a moment of recollection, sitting up on the side of the bed and delivering yourself of a wild,

  arms-akimbo stretch. Isabel Miriam Grant, seven years old in the spring of 1996. Your face, which was very round and distinguished by Julia’s cheekbones, was of enormous vivacity; your eyes,

  huge and intense. You had, in fact, a particularly American type of baby-boom beauty, the union of the regularity of your mother’s long-standing American features, which had participated only

  in British and Protestant bloodlines since the 1600s, and your father’s European irregularity, a long Mediterranean gene line, also protected by community, at least 500 years back to Spain.

  You had what is called a “rosebud” mouth, full lips always pursed, but the speed and intensity with which you talked mitigated against its roundness, for you had to tighten its corners

  in order to get out all the words you wanted as quickly as possible—in this, too, you showed both of your parents, both of whom were, in their ways, primarily verbal people. Your hair, also

  brown, fell far down your back, and already you had the tic of brushing it out of your eyes.




  I can close my eyes and see you. Quickly you registered what was going on in the house—the early morning, your father still asleep. Then, moving silently and with determination, you

  dressed in bell-bottoms, a tank top tight over your still baby-round stomach, sandals. Perhaps you came to my room, watched me sleeping for a moment. But you did not wake me. For the fact was, what

  awaited you in your father’s house on a Saturday morning was a bowl of granola and a book, whereas if you could get out the front door without waking me and across the lawn to Molly’s,

  you would be able to avail yourself of a wide-screen color TV with satellite service, eggs and bacon, and possibly even a little time with your hero, Molly’s son Leo, in the event that Leo

  had both gotten home from his night’s adventures and not yet gone to bed.




  So, with the faultless egocentricity of a seven-year-old, you beat a quiet retreat and, still in your bare feet, ran lightly over the lawns to Molly’s house.




  I only woke, that Saturday morning, when the sun slipped over the eave of the roof and cast light over my face. Then I, in turn, finding your room empty, went out the front

  door in my bare feet and across the lawns to the next-door house. Here, I found Molly sitting on the front steps, smoking and reading the paper, while inside the screen door you were watching

  Pokémon. Without a word, I corrected both of these infractions: first I entered the house to turn off the TV, kiss you, and serve myself coffee. I came out the door again, removed

  Molly’s cigarette from her hands, and threw it into the bushes. Then I leaned back against the doorjamb with my coffee.




  “Godammit, Moll. Leo’s going to get you hooked again.”




  Molly did not look up, and her black bangs, reaching to her big glasses, made her face, from this angle, impregnable to me. As for you, you had by now wandered outside and sat down next to her

  on the steps, regarding her open paper with curiosity, the pair of you united in your absolute lack of interest in me. Silence reigned while I drank my coffee, watching the two women in my life,

  then you, entirely disregarding the fact that you had willfully disobeyed me and been caught, asked, “Dadda, who’s George Bush?”




  “He’s a governor, doll. From Texas.”




  “Why does he have thirty-five million dollars?”




  “Well, he wants to be the next president. After Clinton’s turn is up.”




  “Is he good or bad?”




  “Well, not so good. No better than he has to be.”




  You thought about this for a moment. “Moll likes him.”




  “Really?” I carried my coffee to the stairs, steering an exaggerated path around the pack of cigarettes sitting on the top step, then sat down so you were between me and Molly.

  “I don’t believe that, darling. Bush is a criminal maniac bozo. Molly’s way too smart not to know that.”




  “Iz.” Molly spoke from behind her newspaper, her low voice without emotion.




  “Yup?”




  “I like Bush just fine and plan to vote for him so he can become our next president, which he’ll do very well. Lots and lots of people agree with me, win or lose.”




  Now she lowered the paper to reveal a round face behind owlish glasses. “See, you don’t have to hate your opponent in this country, you just vote for the person you think best.

  That’s called democracy, which people like Jimbo here don’t understand so good.”




  “Democracy’s just another word for nothing left to lose.” Lifting the paper out of Molly’s hand to read the front page, I sang the words, absently. “W’s an

  out-and-out Reagan Republican, Molly Wolly my dear. That means he’s a radical and an activist. Ideological radicalism, judicial activism, the heart of the Bush regime. And you know

  it.”




  “No, J. You’re the one around here who knows things.”




  The silence that followed, you observed with interest, turning from one to the other. Then you stood between us and stretched your body, a perfect curve, like a comma with a belly, and when you

  were done, lowered your arms around my neck.




  “Be a gladdy daddy, not a saddy daddy.”




  I hitched you into my lap with one arm around your waist, letting my face go into your hair. For a long moment, I sat like that. Then I shifted.




  “So, what’s the plan, Stan? Let’s hit the road and feel the wind in our hair.”




  “And where are we going?” Molly, too, was watching now.




  “Well, I just got to drop some paper off at the courthouse in Albany. You all stay here, get packed up, then I thought we could camp up in the Blackheads. Spend the night, hike out, go to

  Colgate Lake in the morning? It’s going to be perfect weather.”




  “Dad-ee. You said you weren’t going to work today.”




  “Just a delivery, doll, up to Albany. Won’t take an hour. Moll?”




  Molly was hesitating—seriously hesitating, because everyone always wanted to go into the woods with me due to the fact that I knew them like almost nobody, anymore, knew the Catskills,

  even many of the old-timers. Yet another fruit of the moneyed life, was what I told people, having the time to explore the woods, but in fact there were spots I used to take you to that probably

  hadn’t been visited since, well, since my father took me when I was your age. Not just dinky little spots, either: waterfalls, scooped-out rock baths in mountain streams, pine groves, ginseng

  hollows, caves. Old Charlie Thorpe up to Haines Falls used to look at me sideways and say that I had Esopus Indian blood in my veins. I don’t believe he meant it as a compliment.




  But finally Molly shook her head. “Not me, guys. Not while Leo’s here. I’ll meet you at Colgate Lake in the morning.”




  She meant that while her son, Leo, who had just finished marine corps flight training and was about to be posted to Italy, was staying, she was too scared to leave the house at night, and in

  fact, I knew she was too scared to go to sleep, too.




  “Well, doll.” This was me, to you. “Just you and me, then. I nip up to Albany, come back down, go camping.”




  You looked at Molly as if for permission. And she, in turn, shrugged.




  “So I baby-sit till you get back?”




  “You mind?”




  “I don’t mind. If Iz doesn’t.”




  A look passed between you and Molly in which I read the following exchange: TV? TV. Then you turned back.




  “Oh, okey-dokey. Baddy Daddy.”




  More TV. I hated to give in. But I had something to do.
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  Later on, a lot would be made of what I did that trip to Albany. Some of it was known, and some—well, there were folk who had me more or less plotting the World Trade

  Center attacks, that day, even though the attacks and all that followed on them were still five years off. In fact, there was a time when some of the main evidence for jailing me was to do with

  that trip to Albany. So for the record, let me tell you exactly what I did when I met you that Saturday morning.




  First, I packed a Sportsac bag with clothes and toiletries—mostly yours—as well as some books and a few little toys. Then I threw it in the trunk of the car and drove up to Albany.

  When I got there, I went to a Mailboxes Etcetera downtown and bought a large cardboard box, some packing tape, and some labels. I packed the bag of clothes in the box, then addressed it to John

  Herman, care of General Delivery, Clayton, NY 13624—Clayton being a town on the St. Lawrence River, just across from Canada. I did not need to look up the zip code, having done so long

  before.




  I took the box then into the store and express-mailed it, paying by credit card. Then I went and bought a tank of gas with the same credit card.




  Later, that would look like a serious mistake.




  When I’d finished that, I left back down the Thruway for home.




  And that’s all, Izzy. Later, they tried to say I met with people from Fidel Castro to Saddam Hussein, communed with the ghost of Timothy McVeigh, and joined the Taliban. But nobody ever

  proved that I did anything other than what I just told you, and they never will.




  And in fact, not three hours after I finished, you and I were parking at the trailhead to the Dutcher Notch trail, then hiking in on the trail to where, finally, I led you down through thick

  growth, bushwhacking a good half mile in from any known trail, ignoring your complaints and looking forward to your gasps of surprise when, as you soon did, you emerged onto a pool in the little

  stream that flows down Thomas Cole Mountain.




  3.




  While you marveled at this perfectly formed, and perfectly secret, swimming hole, I pitched a tent and unrolled the sleeping bag. After I’d uncovered a fireplace, hidden

  under leaves since the last time I was here, I settled you down with a book and a bottle of water, changed into my gym shorts and a pair of well-used trail-running shoes, and then, giving you one

  of two Motorola shortwave receivers, set out for a run while there was still enough light.




  This was a well-known routine for us: you, who had grown up in the woods, were unafraid of holding down the fort for the hour of my run, and I, like many single parents—and I had been, to

  all intents and purposes, a single parent for your entire life—knew how to find the time I needed for myself within the context of the things we did together. This, the six-mile round trip to

  Dutcher Notch, was a very familiar one to me—believe me, I run it again and again in my imagination, these days, now that I cannot run it for real—and for the first mile or so I ran

  easily, thoughtlessly, watching the long afternoon shadows play in the little pools of thin light, all under the vast green canopy of the woods, shifting in the breeze. And only after a mile, as if

  my mind had moved backward through the events of the past couple days, searching for purchase, did I arrive back at my conversation in Billy Cusimano’s Sea of Green, and my anxiety come

  back.




  Sharon Solarz, Christ. How that fucking name came up. It seemed like people got a thrill out of just saying it. There were other names like that. Bernardine Dohrn. H. Rap Brown. Mimi Lurie. When

  ex-Movement people gathered—and in the Catskills, not unlike the French and their heroes of the Resistance, everyone over fifty was ex-Movement—it was only a matter of time till one of

  those names came up.




  But now—I cannot tell you how emphatically now was not, repeat not, the time for Sharon Solarz’s sexy name to enter my life. Should I have seen how suspicious it was? I’m not

  sure. The fact is, it had been just a few days earlier that Norman Rosen had called to say that his firm had been retained by Ambassador Montgomery concerning the matter of Isabel Grant, aged

  seven, the single child of the fifteen-year union between James Grant and Julia Montgomery.




  That had shocked me into silence, which, Benny will tell you, isn’t that common an event. Your grandfather and I, I thought, understood each other: for the two years I’d had you

  since Julia went back to England, it had been clearly understood that our relationship was governed by a kind of nuclear parity. I, for my part, did not tell anyone that Julia was a hopeless drug

  addict and a criminally negligent mother. He, for his part, left me alone with you.




  Now, incredibly, Norm Rosen was telling me that Julia was no longer content with the original divorce settlement, which allowed her unlimited access to her child as long as she was willing to

  come back to America from London, where she had gone to rehab under her father’s care after I left her.




  Finally, I got my voice back. “Norman, come off it, will you? She can see her daughter whenever she wants.”




  “She’s seen her twice in the past year, Jim.” He had one of those phony western accents upstaters like to affect, and a reedy, annoying voice—see what I mean about

  Benny’s manipulation by your grandfather?




  “That’s because she’s been too whacked out of her gourd to come to America.”




  “That was then. This is now.”




  “So now that she’s clean and sober, she’s decided that taking away my house, income, and reputation weren’t enough? She wants my daughter, too?”




  “Her daughter, counselor.”




  “Norm.” I couldn’t believe he knew what he was saying. But then, I couldn’t know how much your grandfather had actually told him, could I? Nor did I know, then, that Norm

  was Benny’s anonymous tipster, putting Ben on my tail in the first place. So I temporized. “The only positive thing Julia ever did for her daughter was take her shopping at Anna Sui

  rather than Donna Karan. Or was it the other way round? There is no way I’m letting this child leave the country.”




  His answer told me that your grandfather had told him a lot. Perhaps all. “Jim? You know what I’d do if I were you? I’d listen real carefully. You fight this, we’re

  taking you to the show. You understand what I’m saying?”




  Okay, I admit, it is hard to shut me up. This did it. For a couple seconds, I was like a fish out of water, gasping for air. Then I said, as carefully as I could: “Norm, I thought that

  Senator Montgomery was looking to be named ambassador to the Court of St. James in the next Democratic administration.”




  “No, sir.” He answered without a beat. “Not looking. Planning on it. Better get used to something new, counselor. You don’t have any more standing in the senator’s

  plans. That’s all over.”




  “And how exactly did that end?” I wasn’t being sarcastic. It was a real request for information. And in the pleasure that came into Norm’s thin little voice when he

  answered, you could understand why, despite his lifelong liberalism, your grandfather had chosen Fratelli and Rosen, house lawyers for George Pataki, who hated me only slightly less than they hated

  abortion rights activists—though slightly more than they hated the ACLU—to represent him in the matter of his granddaughter’s custody.




  “I should have been a little more precise, Mr., uh, Grant. It hasn’t quite ended yet. But, counselor, there is no doubt at all that it’s over by the end of the week.”




  At the time, a discouraging statement, I think you agree.




  At the edge of the field, the trail dipped right into the woods, and I passed into shadow and onto an uphill at the same time, an uphill that broke my heart each time I did

  it, long and even and steepening over perhaps three-quarters of a mile. As always, as I worked into the first pain of the run, my thoughts darkened; as always, I failed to note the connection.

  Rather, panting hard toward my second wind and breaking into a sweat, I thought I was looking at the question before me with calm, reasonable, and experienced legal eyes, the eyes I’d been

  using all week, trying to figure out what Norm had been talking about.




  Because, Isabel, you are a grown-up person now, and you know as well as I that when I sent her to England, your mother had had a drug and alcohol problem the size of a house. You do know, right?

  You know that she had virtually abandoned your upbringing, and let her compulsion for white powders take over her life, filling the space her dwindling career left empty. She had let you spend a

  night in an open convertible on the main street of Hudson, while she very, very nearly overdosed on smack in a dealer’s apartment. And once—just once, the last time she saw you until

  her first exercise of supervised visitation rights after rehabbing in London—she hit you, hard enough to leave you with the little scar you have on the bottom right of your chin.




  See, all that was true. And all the time it was going on, your grandfather and I had, each time, nursed your mother out of whatever kind of strung-out horrors she was going through; covered the

  trails of her crimes; called in favors from cops and judges; and ensured that no one knew. See? My father-in-law, at the time, was my partner in trying to save my wife, your mother, his daughter,

  whom we all adored. And it was only after a week when I thought she was clean but she had, fooling me completely, been snorting a stash of coke she had hidden in the pool house, she ran out, and

  got strung out, and while strung out hit you in the chin with her fist, that I drove her to Kennedy airport and left her at British Airways, and then, before I could be kicked out of the Woodstock

  house, took you down to our new house in Saugerties.




  At the time, it was very clear.




  I said nothing to anyone about Julia. I let Senator Montgomery keep his career; he let me keep my daughter.




  Except that now, he had found a way to take both, and leave me with nothing.




  I crossed Fresh Kill, the grade evened, and I let my step loosen, and lengthen, into the slow downhill past Beaver Pond: I was, now, sinking into the little hollow formed by Stoppel Point, to

  the east, and Thomas Cole, to the north: properly a “clove,” but one that had not been named. An easy mile of downhill. I increased my speed, enough to keep up my respiratory rate, but

  not too much to negotiate the long mud puddles as the sodden ground let up its water, which converted the trails into runoffs. While I ran, I checked on you on the Motorola, then got back into a

  careful rhythm: if I knew nothing else, I knew I could not, right now, afford a fall.




  So what was I to do, Isabel? Was I to let you go live with your mother? How were you to understand, at your age, that your mother was abusive and addicted? Should I have told you that Julia was

  an unfit mother because she let you watch too much TV? She should be denied custody because she fed you junk food? None of that meant anything, nor would it mean anything if I told you the truth,

  which was that I would not give you over to your mother because your mother, simply, did not know how to love, and had never known how to love, and if knowing how to fuck was a fair enough way to

  hide that fact from her husband, for a while anyway, it just wouldn’t do for a child. Especially a fiendishly verbal, precociously observant, and prematurely cynical child, who had been hit

  and left out in cars and whose only hope in the world was to be loved and loved well all the days of her childhood and on beyond too.




  And it was in this spiraling suite of thoughts that I arrived at the big expanse of what the local kids from Tannersville and Hunter call Strawberry Field, and paused.




  From here, the run’s steepest uphill did the last mile to Dutcher Notch, a grueling uphill in which steady climbs were interrupted by hills so steep as to seem a personal insult. At the

  edge of my vital capacity—I had failed to pace myself, for being lost in defeatist thoughts—I leaned over, hands on knees, panting hard. If I was going to abbreviate the run—six

  miles was nothing to be ashamed of—this was the time. But then, I never abbreviated my run; only when a muscle was in real danger of injury, real enough to keep me from running again. And so

  I turned and pushed up, taking my respiration into rarefied territories.




  For a time, accelerating my heart into the uphill, my mind was clear, the first thought to articulate itself being simply to ask, Where the fuck was the notch? The trail was mounting alongside a

  true moonshine gully, a mountain stream running a deep, thickly wooded gash in the forest, typical of the vast Appalachian range of which the Catskills were four hundred miles south of the northern

  edge in Canada and the Tennessee Cumberlands were a thousand miles north of the southern edge in Alabama. Unlike the Cumberlands, the Catskills had never been still country—vast, now

  exhausted supplies of hemlock had served a local tanning industry and kept the locals out of the moonshine business. Now, however, both gave serious shares to the marijuana breadbasket, with

  Tennessee quoting pot as its biggest cash crop. And the same exact qualities that made these woods so apt to hide marijuana made this trail a heartbreaking run. Until I at last came to a stop,

  bending over and spitting, at Dutcher Notch, I did not think at all. Not, in fact, till I had started again, with abandoned speed, down the path.




  What did it mean, Norm’s call? And how was I to respond? Izzy, I was a lawyer. My job was to go to court and oppose my will to that of others. I argued for what I felt was right, publicly,

  without protection. Often I did it at great personal risk. Some thought that I was, for this reason, a hero. No one mistook me, however, for a gentleman. You’re not required to be a gentleman

  to defend the Constitution, because whatever else the law is, it’s a dirty business, and like it or not, it’s appropriate for a lawyer to be properly dirty too.




  Now, running the downhill from Dutcher Notch, I asked myself, how ungentlemanly could I be to retain custody of my daughter? My ammunition, remember, was good. I could prove your mother’s

  every affair in a Woodstock summer house, her every episode of steroid psychosis caused by self-medicating for cocaine-induced sinus polyposis, her every miserable meth-induced bedroom tantrum, and

  her every failed attempt to detox at the Lucy Freeland Clinic in Saratoga Springs. I could prove her two abortions of planned pregnancies that unexpectedly turned out to interfere with acting

  roles. I could, moreover, prove that all of this, which involved several serious run-ins with the police, had been effectively concealed by the ex–U.S. senator, Julia’s father. And I

  could leave Bobby Montgomery waiting for his next incarnation before he got into politics again.




  No—Rosen was bluffing. Evening out into the long, gentle downhill back to the campsite, I concluded again: Rosen was bluffing. The stakes were too high for Bobby. It was a nice try, but

  the stakes were simply too high.




  And I found you—as if proving my reassurance—lying happily in the tent with Bun Bun, your stuffed rabbit, singing a song and kicking your legs, on which, through the nylon roof,

  trees nodding above cast lazily shifting shadows.




  4.




  As the afternoon lengthened, the two of us—as you used to say—“hop-rocked” up the stream to where a waterfall dropped down a mossy face in the rock

  perhaps thirty feet high, me throwing handfuls of dirt or sticks in front of you to scare away any rattlers that may have come down the mountain looking for water. So infrequent were visitors here

  that we saw two snapping turtles clatter away with their always surprising speed and, when we returned to camp, scared a hawk into flying off with a half-eaten chipmunk in his claws.




  Having repossessed the campsite from the hawk, we ate dinner, watching the thin fall of water into the shaded pool—already, that year, the rivers were low, and later that summer there

  would be some severe drought. I had packed artichokes, chicken salad, Bread Alone bread, iced tea. And slowly, the air turned grainy and the evening fell softly down.




  Well before dark, I led you back down the river to the little pool, washed your hands and face in the icy water while you sang variations on the Pete Seeger song Molly’d been playing to

  you that day:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Here’s to England




                Here’s to France




                Here’s to Leo’s crazy rants




                And here’s to the lovely Izzy Grant’s




                Brand new purple un-der pants


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  We climbed back up to the tent; I changed you into pajamas and a sweatshirt, then watched you brush the hair around the soft curves of your face, your cheeks, your massive brown eyes with their

  endless lashes. Changing into pajamas, your little body’s perfect balance on bare feet was as enticing, as perfect as a wild animal, and I watched you with enchantment, with fascination, in

  the silence of evening’s fall, as if all the forest were hushing for you. The sun was setting, and next to the little fire I sat cross-legged with you in my lap while I read you a book. Then

  I cajoled you inside the tent, and you lay, watching through the tent’s star window the wind moving the leaves above in the thickening grain of the dusk while I sang you the real Pete Seeger

  song.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Here’s to Cheshire




                Here’s to cheese




                Here’s to the pears and the apple trees




                And here’s to the lovely straw-berries




                Ding dang dong go the wedding bells


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  At last, heavy on my arm, your hair creeping along my shirtsleeve, while I watched your face in the dim light from the tent’s star window, in that hour of pure silence in the woods when

  the sun first goes down before the nocturnal sounds come out, you fell asleep.




  And did I think, that night, how much I would one day give to see that sight before my eyes? Did I think of the absolute unrepeatability of what was before me, a vision of a single nexus of so

  many confluent paths of change—the fall of the evening, the turn of the seasons, your steady climb out of childhood, my steady growth through middle age—an intersection of so many

  things that would never appear again in the same way, ever again, in all the millions of years of our species’ life?
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